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Abstract
Today there are strong feelings of dissatisfaction with the superficiality of contemporary life.
Many now leave mainline and megachurches in search of an authentic, deep spirituality. This
means the door is wide open for a church that holds uncompromisingly to the authority of the
Bible as the Word of God and unfailingly proclaims the message of salvation through Christ
alone. The Seventh-day Adventist Church offers this. But a wide, open door means access for
other religious phenomena, such as the Emergent Church Movement. Adventism and the
Emergent Church provide two disparate models for youth and young adult ministry.

Adventism: A Unique Spirituality
Many might argue that Adventism is
primarily propositional. However, the heart of
Adventism is Jesus Christ, who invites His
creation to come into relationship with Him.
Since Jesus said, “I am the Truth” (John
14:6), we could deduce that truth can be
equated both with doctrine and a relationship
with the Person who is the Source of that
doctrine. In a sense, both justification and
sanctification are highly experiential since
both are dependent on a living, working,
dynamic consociation with Christ. Because
Jesus declares Himself to be God (John
8:58), the Word (John 1:1-4, 14), and is
declared by Paul to be the Creator God
(Colossians 1:13-17), He offers a way to
God that is superior to any other religion or
methodology (John 14:6). Adventists come

into special relationship with God every
seventh day Sabbath when we rejoice in His
dual creation (Exodus 20:8-11, Ephesians
1:7).
The genuine spiritual need of all
Christians, including Seventh-day Adventists,
is to be filled with the power of the Holy Spirit.
In fact, the endowment of the Spirit was
Jesus’ favorite topic (White, 1958). The
reception of the Holy Spirit into the heart of the
believer “brings all of heaven’s blessings in its
train” (White, 1940, p. 672). The authentic
and deep spirituality that the Spirit brings is
given by God to those who obey (Acts 5:32),
and God’s grace instills a joyful response of
obedience.
God wants to use Adventists as His
agents to call people out of Babylon, so that
they can become new creatures in Jesus and
139

Adventist Rather Than Emergent

not receive Babylon’s plagues. The Holy Spirit
calls His people to conversion and holiness,
to a complete transformation from one way of
life to another. This is accomplished through
repentance, forgiveness, and cleansing from
our sins through the blood of Jesus. Christ’s
atoning grace, worked out in our lives through
the agency of the Spirit, is not legalism or
dead formalism! It is victory, liberation, and
joy! Jesus calls us to belief, commitment, and
certainty in His power to transform our lives
and redeem us at last. This is the depth of the
call to authentic spirituality that we are to
make in these uncertain and chaotic times.
We engage in social activism, obedience,
and moral living as a response to Christ’s
grace; not merely as a search for meaning in
life. God’s goal for our spirituality is
transformation of all that we are (Colossians
3:1-17; White, 2002). This stands in contrast
to making spirituality an end in itself. Christ
alone is the indisputable, anchored center for
Seventh-day Adventist Christians. He is
Substitute, Savior, and Model. Because he
served, we serve. Because He loved, we love.
We recognize in Him the exclusive means of
salvation. The Adventist Church has modeled
a Christ-centered approach to education,
healing, and publishing. However, it does not
always sustain proactive opposition to the ills
that permeate and destroy society in areas
such as media violence, gambling, human
trafficking, and pornography. There is need for
more Adventist churches to model both strong
community outreach and strong biblical
preaching.
Adventism is a faith community with
biblical boundaries (1 Corinthians 6:9-11)
that help to prevent chaos within the
community, disintegration into disputing
factions, and heresy. Adventists have stated
beliefs, doctrines and ethical parameters
(1 John 2:22, 1 John 3:14-15; Matthew
7:15-20). We are unabashed in declaring
that belonging to the family of God entails
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both responsibilities and privileges. The early
church modeled an ecclesiology that included
elders and deacons as overseers (Acts
14:23). That need for accountability
continues today.
We are not immune to the beckoning of
the decadent aspects of our culture (Romans
12:2), and God has in His graciousness sent
a “lesser light” to point to a “greater light” that
reminds us of our accountability to Christ and
His Way (White, 2011). Seventh-day
Adventists have the contemporary voice of
Ellen White rather than church tradition that
serves as an outside marker to help us know
when we have moved from biblical fidelity.
The sanctuary model in Scripture illustrates
worship stemming from respect and awe of
our Creator God. It leads to grateful
acknowledgement of His power and holiness
through prayer and praise and proclamation.
It reminds us of our need of His redemptive
grace and prompts us to accept His loving,
atoning sacrifice. This motivates us for
service.
Seventh-day Adventists embrace this
model given by God both of a representation
of his presence in this world and His ongoing
mediation for us in the heavenly sanctuary.
(Exodus 25:8; Hebrews 8:1-4,). Although
initiated thousands of years ago, the relational
element of God being with us and Christ
interceding as our high priest remains
constant. The books of Exodus and Leviticus,
Hebrews, Daniel and Revelation use the
artistic symbols and sanctuary services to
convey truth for our theology and even our
liturgy. Rather than permitting anyone to do
whatever they please in worship, Scripture
presents principles of worship that are
acceptable to God. (2 Chronicles 29:25-30).
Adventist worship services should be
“intensely interesting,” and participatory, while
not rigidly formal (White, 1948, p. 609).
Ellen White promotes a healthy enthusiasm in
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the presence of God, coupled with reverent,
expectant joy. Many Adventist churches could
strengthen their practice of these injunctions.

The Emergent Church
The recent “Emergent Church” came out of
evangelical Protestant Christianity in the late
20th and early 21st century as a reaction to
both the dead formalism of traditional worship
and the slick marketing of megachurches.
Adherents sometimes refer to the movement
as a “conversation” that is fluid, nonstructured, and focused on one’s story, or
narrative. While Emergents advocate new
forms of worship as a means of experiencing
deeper connection with each other and with
God, many also advocate a change of
Christian theology in order to better explain
theological concepts such as love,
forgiveness, suffering, death, and grace
(Gibbs & Bolger, 2005; Jones, 2008; Rohr,
2009). The Bible may be a conversation
partner in the community dialogue, but it is
only one voice among many, with minimal or
no authority for establishing and living out
truth. The outcome is determined
progressively by participants in a dynamic
dialogue. As a result, new theology may also
emerge. Instead of identifying truth as one
thing rather than another, Emergents are more
likely to include one thing as well as another.
The resulting pluralism leaves truth in a state
of relativism or flux.
There are areas in which the Emergent
movement and Adventism find commonality,
and areas in which Adventism could learn
from the Emergent model.
Emerging thought resists the idea that
Christ’s death was in any way to “appease”
the Father. They reject the concepts of eternal
suffering in hell fire, inerrancy, and the dead
formality of many mainline denominations.
Emergents welcome persons of all
persuasions, and seek to establish a sense of
community among the “walking wounded.”

They allow space for seekers, skeptics, and
persons at various points in their faith journey.
Emergents ardently advocate social
justice, missional community activism and
compassionate action for the marginalized.
They are open to the exploration of new truths
found through open dialogue, and are eager
to find answers for human suffering.
Emergents want spirituality to touch them at
their deepest levels and provide an antidote
for disappointment and abandonment. They
are concerned with the preservation of God’s
creation and often care passionately for the
environment. At this time, they refuse to align
with the traditional political movement of most
evangelicals in the United States who push for
an integration of church and state in the
culture wars.

Adventist or Emergent?
Currently, some within the Adventist faith
show an interest and involvement with the
Emergent movement or certain elements of it.
While both groups share some things in
common, obvious differences exist. The very
name “Adventist” brings to mind the Advent—
the return of Christ. Emergents emphasize the
current kingdom of grace rather than an
imminent kingdom of glory. Seventh-day
Adventists place a high value on the authority
of Scripture over and against tradition,
experience, and reason that conflicts with
Scripture (such as when science appears to
conflict with Scripture). For many emergents,
experience and subjective revelation trump
Scripture. Absolute truth does not exist; all
truth is relative to each person’s experience.
Thus, no moral judgments can be made
about evil. This could include even a
reluctance to call Hitler evil (Rosenbaum,
1998, p. xvi, xxi). Where there is no evil,
there can be no call to repentance and no
freedom from guilt through the blood of Jesus
because there is no sin.
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Ethics for Adventists find their root in
Scripture. God’s dealing with humanity over
the years of biblical revelation demonstrates
law and grace, obedience and forgiveness,
judgment and mercy. In Emerging thought,
ethics is constructed within community. With
no biblical anchor to Emergent thought,
community determines worldview rather than
the Bible. Lacking a high view of Scripture
could make the Emergent Church susceptible
to seeking spirituality through ancient mystical
practices.
Every culture and society has diabolical
elements that must be challenged. Seventhday Adventists have a history of being
counter-cultural, such as promoting
temperance and preventative medicine, being
apolitical and yet pacifists, and eschewing
worldly entertainment. While recent trends
may have blurred this, it does describe the
historic Adventist position. Emergents often
fail to see that the Gospel may mandate a
countercultural message. In some cases, an
uncritical contextualization of the Gospel has
introduced syncretism. It has sometimes even
become difficult to distinguish emergent from
the theory of universalism. The belief of
nobody left out, ever, or nobody judged, ever,
is non-biblical and at direct cross-purposes to
the three angels’ messages of Revelation
fourteen.
In biblical worship, the worshipper is
drawn to a sense of his or her own
unworthiness and need of a Savior (Isaiah
6:1-5) and finds release from guilt and
burdens through the preaching of repentance
and forgiveness provided through the crucified
and risen Christ and the burden-bearing Christ
(Acts 2:21-36). Singing, then, becomes a
paean of praise and adoration from
worshippers who have been saved by grace
and found release from their burdens at
Calvary. On the other hand, Emergent worship
claims to be communal, but is highly
individualistic in the sense of placing greater
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value on meeting personal felt needs and
interpretations than on worshipping God
through the biblical model of repentance,
forgiveness, and praise. Worship that
integrates culture without sifting out its
diabolical elements becomes irrelevant
because it is merely a continuation of the
untransformed life. God then becomes what
humanity makes him to be and ceases to be
holy, omnipotent, transcendent.
Adventists who focus worship more on
contextualization and the self than on Christ
and His Word may in actuality become mere
mirrors of the culture, particularly the more
diabolical aspects of music, art, and film.
Some Emergent authors and speakers use
profanity, sexual innuendo, uncritical
references to the most lowbrow elements of
postmodern culture, and often indicate
inappropriate approval for ungodly aspects of
secular culture (MacArthur, 2007).
What about young people who seek
spirituality through a variety of ancient rituals
and practices in hopes of finding a multisensory experience of worship that will
deepen their experience with God? Some may
simply be going “retro” in order to experiment
with something new. However, the practice of
ancient rituals could replace direct access to
the Personhood of our Heavenly High Priest
with the trappings of a human-centered
experience that is based on works. Retreat
centers, seminars, and worship experiences
that focus on mystical rituals and ancient
practices are often seeking to find “the God
within.” In the ensuing blur of sacred, secular,
and mystical, the God who transcends the
universe vanishes and is replaced by
pantheism or panentheism. Thus, the Creator
God cannot be distinguished or worshipped
over creation. As a result, each person’s
interpretations or ideas are as valuable or
perhaps more valuable than the expressed
Word of God in Scripture.
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The postmodern emergent is in danger of
mixing the sacred and the profane, the holy
and the unholy, God and culture in ways that
make it impossible to call individuals out of
false worship (Revelation 14:8; 18:1-4).
Truth becomes culturally conditioned and
there is therefore no such thing as “false
worship.” Further, if God is “in” Babylon, why
would there be a necessity of calling
individuals out of it? This inclusiveness is in
direct opposition to the biblical teaching of
differences between sacred and common,
good and evil (Leviticus 10:8-10; Ezekiel
22:26, Isaiah 5:20).
Adventists, particularly those in youth
ministries and seeker-friendly church plants,
are looking for ways to “cast the net in new
directions” in the laudable effort to win a
postmodern culture to Jesus Christ. If we are
uncritical in our efforts to be innovative,
however, there is danger of losing the heart of
the gospel, the authority of Scripture, and our
identity as Seventh-day Adventists. At the
same time, Adventists could deepen their own
worship experience as they recognize and
practice the elements of Emergent that are in
harmony with Scripture.
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